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R
ELENTLESS globalisa-
tion since 2009 has
thrown up some phras-
es which keep coming
up, which I think sig-
nal a larger trend in society.
The phrases are dual economy,
widening income gap, the
imperfections of meritocracy, the
elite control of the economy, the
1 per cent versus the 99 per cent,
inequalities, inequities, the moral
limits of the markets, market
distortion and social injustice.
These are large social forces at
play the world over which cannot
and should not be ignored because
they signal a real feeling of a
significant section of society...
Let me move on to the issue of
inequality; of inequality in general
in society. The approach of com-
plete free-market capitalisation
was not something we have ever
practised in Singapore in the way
it has been practised say, in Hong
Kong, or some other countries.
We have intervened in educa-
tion, housing, health care and
other areas. Over the last few
years, undoubtedly with the grow-
ing income inequality, there is a
mood in society which is less cele-
bratory of success.
People question success more.
There is a change in Singapore’s
society and we have to pay atten-
tion to this. And those who have
succeeded, all of you here, have to
think about this.
Otherwise, the pressures can
build up that can seriously dam-
age society. Increasingly, for ex-
ample, questions are raised about
something that has been a funda-
mental tenet for us: meritocracy.
It’s only one example.
Getting a fair shake
THERE are many other examples.
But, fundamentally, if you think a
little bit more, look at the
questions that are raised: When
people question meritocracy, they
don’t actually question meritocra-
cy; they question the fairness of
the system. Because underlying it,
they don’t believe they are getting
a fair shake out of the system.
And so, fairness is the key that
runs through everything.
In that context, take the exam-
ple of schooling – entry to desired
primary and secondary schools.
Many have commented that the
existing structure favours those
who are already well-off, who
have succeeded. It’s again only
one example.
The sense of unfairness leads
people then to question; and the
sense of unfairness is coming
from the fact that they can’t get
into schools because of some
structure, alumni relationships or
where (geographically) the school
is located. Who can afford places
near such schools? Who can
afford to have one parent
volunteering in such schools?
This sense of unfairness leads peo-
ple to question meritocracy as a
whole.
What I think the answer is, is
to make sure that there is true
equality of opportunities. This is
fundamental.
And we have to try and achieve
that. It’s not good for society –
including for those who have
succeeded – if the system is seen
as unfair or not providing equal
opportunities. One of the most
important elements in a child’s
success, I think most of us know,
is the quality time that parents
spend with their children and how
they spend it.
Middle-class parents tend to,
as a general rule, provide a lot of
quality time. And their children
obviously benefit from that. The
state cannot do much about that,
about the outcomes that come
from that.
Issues to think about
BUT we can look at other areas,
and where we can create a more
even field, we should and we will
do so. For example, the state can
play an important role in provid-
ing quality pre-schooling for the
less well-off. I emphasise that
this is only one example.
These are issues that I think we
need to think about. In the same
way, if you talk about globalisa-
tion and the resultant wage pres-
sures, how has that impacted peo-
ple?
We had the Our Singapore
Conversation over the last year,
with views from more than
40,000 people. There is a strong
desire for security, peace of mind.
There is a whole range of issues,
from health care and housing to
many others.
If you ask the elderly, for
example, they are concerned
about the cost of health care.
People want a social contract
which is worked around these
concerns. We in Singapore have
to pull together as one on this.
The Government’s essential phi-
losophy all these years has been
that that social contract must be
to take care of people’s needs in
specific areas, to help them
achieve their full potential,
achieve their best without serious-
ly impacting or killing off the
work ethic and individual enter-
prise. As our external environ-
ment changes, with the pressures
of globalisation, we need to relook
the safety nets.
We have to consider carefully
people’s concerns and relook that
social contract while remaining
true to the fundamental philoso-
phy that has guided us.
We have to adapt, as the world
changes and as the needs of Singa-
poreans change. One cannot be
dogmatic about it. That’s the only
way for Singapore to succeed, and
for all of you to succeed.
Those in this room, you have
succeeded. You will also have to
play a bigger role in this new so-
cial contract. It is not possible for
you to do well if the 99 per cent
are unhappy and feel unfairly
treated. Thankfully, we have not
reached that situation, unlike in
some countries. We must avoid
that outcome.
By GIDEON RACHMAN
J APAN’S public diplomacyhovers between the ludi-crous and the sinister. Inrecent months, the coun-try has specialised in for-
eign policy gaffes that
seem designed to give maximum
offence to its Asian neighbours
while causing maximum embar-
rassment to its Western allies.
Last week, Japan unveiled the
largest naval vessel it has built
since World War II. It is nominal-
ly a destroyer but it is an aircraft
carrier in all but name. And at a
time of tensions in Asian seas, Ja-
pan should tread carefully. What
genius decided to call this new
ship “Izumo” – the same name as
the one that took part in the inva-
sion of China in the 1930s?
China charged Japan with delib-
erate provocation. This would be
easier to brush aside if the naming
of the Izumo was an isolated inci-
dent. But just a few days earlier,
Deputy Prime Minister Taro Aso
had suggested that the Nazis
might provide a suitable model for
efforts to revise Japan’s Pacifist
Constitution. “We should proceed
quietly,” Mr Aso mused.
The unsurprising outcry forced
an official spokesman to issue a
clarification: “The Abe administra-
tion does not perceive Nazi Ger-
many in a positive light.”
In May, it was Mr Shinzo Abe
who committed an offensive
gaffe. The Prime Minister gave a
thumbs-up from the cockpit of a
trainer jet with the number 731
painted on the side. But 731 was
the number of a unit of the Japa-
nese imperial army, notorious for
carrying out biological and chemi-
cal experiments on humans.
I was in South Korea at the
time the photo appeared, and al-
most every Korean I spoke to was
convinced it was a deliberate prov-
ocation. I had dismissed that view
as paranoia. But now I am not
quite so sure. Since then, Ms Park
Geun Hye, South Korea’s new
President, has pointedly paid a
state visit to Beijing before visit-
ing Tokyo – breaking with a prece-
dent set by her four predecessors.
Tokyo’s attitude to its wartime
past will be further tested on Aug
15, when conservative politicians
often visit the Yasukuni shrine to
pay tribute to Japan’s war dead, in-
cluding 14 convicted war crimi-
nals. This year, it appears Mr Abe
and his most senior ministers will
not visit Yasukuni.
But relative restraint on Yasu-
kuni cannot undo all the damage
that has already been caused. Ja-
pan’s Western friends are
alarmed. One long-time resident
of Tokyo, with good contacts in
the government, calls this “Ja-
pan’s most nationalistic govern-
ment since 1945”. He adds that
some of those in Mr Abe’s circle
give the impression that the only
thing wrong with World War II
was that Japan lost. This kind of
thinking risks alienating not just
China, but also the US.
Indeed, senior American offi-
cials now seem just as concerned
by Japanese nationalism as by the
Chinese variety. In a recent arti-
cle, Mr Kurt Campbell, who was
US assistant secretary of state for
Asia in President Barack Obama’s
first term, expressed worry about
the risk of war in the Pacific, and
noted that “both Tokyo and Bei-
jing are determined to... play to
nationalist domestic sentiments”.
The Abe government’s disas-
trous public diplomacy must be a
nightmare for the country’s many
able diplomats, as they seek to
protect Japanese interests in an in-
creasingly dangerous region. It is
particularly regrettable because
some of Mr Abe’s ideas for reviv-
ing his nation point in the right di-
rection. “Abenomics” is a risky
but long overdue initiative to tack-
le Japanese deflation. There is
even a decent argument for revis-
ing Japan’s post-war Constitution
to allow the country to do more
for its own defence.
As Chinese power grows, it is
increasingly anomalous for Japan,
the world’s third-largest econo-
my, to be so utterly dependent on
the US for its security. The cur-
rent arrangement places strains
on both sides. It makes Japan neu-
rotic and resentful about the ex-
tent of its reliance on the US. And
it makes the Americans anxious
that a government in Tokyo could
drag them into a war with China.
A better-balanced arrange-
ment would see a loosening of
America’s security guarantee to Ja-
pan so that minor territorial dis-
putes in the East China Sea could
no longer pose a risk of provoking
a world war. In return, Japan
could be allowed, and even encour-
aged, to build up its own military
forces.
Any such shift in the strategic
balance in Asia would be bound to
cause palpitations from Beijing to
Seoul, and beyond. As a result, it
would have to be handled with the
utmost diplomatic skill and delica-
cy. Instead, we have ministers in
Tokyo who specialise in uncon-
structive ambiguity about Japan’s
imperial past and bizarre gaffes
about Nazis and torture squads. It
would almost be funny, if it were
not so serious, and so dangerous.
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INGAPORE’S income
gap has widened and
attracted much media
attention.
But more worrying is
that social mobility has slowed,
making many ordinary Singapore-
ans feel it is harder for them to
improve their lives and aspire to
at least middle-class levels.
Singapore society is at risk of
becoming more divided, leading
to problems or perceptions of
inequity, injustice, alienation,
pessimism, envy and conflict.
Tackling social mobility is
critical for Singapore to maintain
social cohesion.
But social mobility – or the
ability of a particular income
group to improve their lives in so-
ciety – goes beyond education
and occupation and it is not a
purely economic issue. Instead, it
is layered with other potentially
divisive social issues.
For example, Singapore’s so-
cial divisions are made worse
when those with lower incomes
are Singaporeans while many
among the wealthy are foreign-
ers. This divide will be reinforced
if more foreigners come to Singa-
pore, taking up high-value and
leadership jobs such as profession-
als, managers and executives.
This means efforts to raise so-
cial mobility have to be go be-
yond education and occupation,
to include job prospects.
Beyond income inequality
BUT to tackle social mobility, we
must first understand its relation
to income inequality.
Lower social mobility can be
caused by large and persistent in-
come inequality, as measured by
the Gini coefficient, with 0 repre-
senting complete equality and 1
representing complete inequali-
ty. Parents from poorer house-
holds have fewer resources and
opportunities to provide for their
children compared to wealthier
ones, leaving children more likely
to end up in similar positions in
society when they grow up.
Singapore’s Gini coefficient
has risen considerably over the
last decade, and is closely
tracked by the Government. But
this index is inadequate when
measuring important issues in in-
come or social class differences.
The Gini coefficient measures
only differences in income levels
between groups within a popula-
tion. It does not measure the ab-
solute levels of income, nor how
a society's total income is distrib-
uted among its members.
Two countries with the same
Gini figure can have vastly differ-
ent income distribution and so-
cial mobility.
To see the link between in-
come inequality and social mobili-
ty, we need to understand the dif-
ferent aspirations of individuals
and particular income groups.
Measuring mobility
TO ASSESS social mobility, we
need to gather more information
at both individual and household
levels. Since social mobility mea-
sures the ability to move from
one socio-economic group to an-
other over time, we need to track
the same individuals and house-
holds over time.
This enables us to see if there
were real changes in an individu-
al's or a household's income over
the years and by how much. We
should measure other back-
ground factors such as an individ-
ual’s education level, the parents’
education and housing types to
see if they predict the differences
in social mobility. With accurate
and relevant data, we can have
more meaningful discussions
about Singapore’s social mobili-
ty, formulate and implement poli-
cies, and measure their impact.
Integrating policies
HOW do we formulate policies to
raise social mobility?
There is a need to enhance the
“whole-of-Government” ap-
proaches to social mobility, in a
more holistic and effective way.
Two critical factors that affect
social mobility – education and
jobs – require better integration
of policy intent and content.
A good start is being made to
ensure quality education is
equally accessible and affordable
for all. It is welcome news that
the Government will help chil-
dren from lower- and middle-in-
come households have a chance
to get a quality education, so that
it is not just a theoretical possibil-
ity but a real experience for each
cohort.
The solution goes beyond
tweaking policies on school entry
criteria or assessments of student
performance. It means ensuring
access to education from
pre-school to tertiary levels.
Giving a real probability of mo-
bility for children from lower-
and middle-income households
also means providing accessible
and affordable quality housing,
health care, education and child-
care, so that families will have
reasonable financial and social re-
sources for their children’s early
cognitive and social development
and subsequent school life.
This also means revising the
definition of self-reliance, so that
a child’s chance of a good start in
life depends less on the parents'
wealth and background, and
more on effort and ability based
on access to an adequate suite of
resources and opportunities pro-
vided by the state, non-govern-
ment organisations and the com-
munity.
Jobs for mobility
RAISING social mobility also
means making sure there are
good jobs for locals – both gradu-
ates and non-graduates– with
good career and wage prospects.
This requires a labour market
where salaries are not easily de-
pressed by the easy availability of
foreigners to levels that only
foreigners find acceptable.
It also means workplace poli-
cies must ensure employment
fairness is the norm, so that local
workers are not unfairly disadvan-
taged at work in favour of foreign-
ers. This requires regulation,
monitoring and enforcement. It
also needs engagement and an or-
ganisational leadership that pro-
motes a climate of fairness.
Singapore needs companies
and industries which not only
contribute to the economy but al-
so offer jobs that match citizens’
adaptive skills, their realistic aspi-
rations and add to the national ef-
fort to build a strong Singapo-
rean core at all levels.
The Government must also
sensibly calibrate the pace, quan-
tity and quality of the foreigner
inflow.
In short, if education, econom-
ic, manpower and social policies
are not integrated to work in a
complementary manner, Singa-
pore will not produce the condi-
tions that allow real upward mo-
bility opportunities for children
from lower- and middle-income
households.
The issues of social mobility
are multi-faceted and inter-relat-
ed. They involve both short-term
concerns and long-term inter-
ests, and they cut across many
government agencies. But the
issue is more than technical coor-
dination across agencies. It is
about moving away from narrow
policy objectives that address
seemingly isolated problems. It is
about moving towards integrated
policies that address seemingly
several goals together, and that
avoid unintended negative im-
pact on social mobility.
Both the Government and the
people agree that fairness and op-
portunities for all Singaporeans
are important.
To create a fairer society
where opportunities are not
skewed towards those who al-
ready have much, we need a
more sustainable and sustained
national effort that coordinates
research and policies affecting so-
cial mobility.
The writer is director of the Behavioural
Sciences Institute, Lee Kuan Yew Fellow
and Professor of Psychology at the
Singapore Management University.
Taking steps to raise
social mobility in S’pore
Singapore’s Gini coefficient has risen considerably over the last decade but it is inadequate when measuring big differences in incomes or social class. It
measures only incomes relative to groups within a population, and not the absolute levels of income. ST PHOTO: MARK CHEONG
In a speech at the Singapore Corporate Awards 2013 held
last Wednesday, Minister for Law and Foreign Affairs
K. Shanmugam referred to how relentless globalisation
has sharpened awareness everywhere about the impact
of social forces, including gender and social inequalities.
The edited excerpt here addresses social inequality,
success and fairness, and what needs to be relooked.
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